Student leadership: why is
it important and how do we
support it?
TEACHERS AND OTHER EDUCATORS CAN PLAY AN IMPORTANT ROLE IN HELPING YOUNG PEOPLE TO REALISE
THEIR AMBITIONS AND TO HONE THEIR LEADERSHIP SKILLS. AMY LIGHTFOOT EXPLAINS HOW.
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Malala Yousafzai and Greta Thunberg are
household names around the world. Two
young women who – in different ways – have
used their right to education to highlight
critically important global issues. There
can be no doubt that these two individuals
are leaders – they are leading thoughts and
action not only for people from their own
generation but for countless others across
many countries, to achieve shared goals for
making the world a better place.
It would be unrealistic to expect that
all young people can achieve the same as
Malala and Greta; however, there are some
important lessons that can be learned from
the work that they have done. First, we
mustn’t underestimate what young people
are capable of doing – whether they are
from a small village in rural South Asia or
a city in Europe. Second, both girls and boys
need support to develop their skills including leadership qualities. Too often, boys are
given preference either directly or indirectly
for leadership roles. Girls may need more
encouragement to come forward, especially
in contexts where male leaders dominate
in the wider society. Thirdly, teachers and
other educators can play an important role
in helping young people to realise their
ambitions and to hone their skills in this
area.
There are countless books, podcasts,
and TED talks that describe the qualities
of ‘a good leader’, many of which can be
applied to young people just as they can to
politicians or those managing organisations
– perhaps the more typical ‘leaders’ that we
can identify. One interesting project led
by Kouzes and Posner focuses specifically
on student leadership, and suggests ‘…
five practices of exemplary leadership
that are common when leaders are able
to make extraordinary things happen.’
These practices are: a) modelling the way;
b) inspiring a shared vision; c) challenging
the process; d) enabling others to act; and e)
encouraging the heart. If you take a moment
to reflect on the leadership that either Malala

or Greta have shown, it’s quite easy to see
how these principles can be exemplified.
A further way of describing leadership is
to consider the qualities that leaders display.
These often include the ability to listen to
others, to empathise, to control or manage
emotions appropriately, to remain positive,
to stay motivated in order to achieve what
they set out to do, and to collaborate
effectively with others. Less effective leaders
have been shown to be too controlling, to
refuse help or neglect to seek out others’
opinions and ideas, and to lack resilience
when faced with obstacles or challenges.
All of us will demonstrate each of these
characteristics at different times in our
lives – both the positive and the negative:
the trick is to see how we can cultivate
the positive aspects while managing the
temptation to default to the negative ones,
both for ourselves and our students.
It is important to recognise that
leadership is needed and can be displayed
in a wide variety of contexts that might be
at the micro-level (for example perhaps just
in the school playground or during a specific
group-work activity), or on a more macrolevel (such as leading a club, the school
council, or leading a community or social
movement). Each of our students has the
potential to lead at all of these levels if they
are given opportunities to practise.
In the classroom there are a variety of
practical things we can do to support our
learners to develop the necessary skills and
qualities to enable leadership.
Group work roles – Perhaps the
most obvious approach is to consider the
different roles that students play when
undertaking group work activities. Working
together helps to support the development
of collaboration, communication, and
problem-solving skills, but it can also be a
vehicle for practising leadership. How often
do you assign specific roles to students when
they are working in groups? Consider the

different roles you might ask them to
play. These might be reporter, presenter,
time manager, and of course, leader. Make
these roles a regular feature of your class.
Discuss with your students what skills and
practices they need to be good at each one.
Then, rotate the roles around the students
over the course of your lessons. Ask them
to reflect on how well they performed their
role, according to the criteria they identified
earlier.
A project on inspiring leaders –
Ask the students to work in pairs and choose
a leader they know or about whom they
can find out. They might want to choose
someone local to the community, or someone
who is known more widely – it’s up to them.
Ask them to find out and write about what
they have achieved but importantly, what
qualities they have demonstrated as a leader.
What makes them an effective leader? How
do they know? Ask the students to present
their work to others in the class. Discuss
the various qualities that they describe.
What are the most common ones? How do
they think they might develop these skills
themselves?
Set writing tasks to explore
leadership skills – Make a regular time
in class or set homework once a week
where you ask students to write about
the different aspects of leadership such as
those outlined earlier in this article. You
can frame questions such as ‘What does
empathy mean to you? Write about a time
that you demonstrated empathy’ or ‘Do
you think you are good at collaborating
with others? Why is this important? Give
some examples’. The aim here is for the
students to consider and reflect on their own
current practices and skills. Try to read and
comment on each piece of writing, but don’t
worry about correcting errors. Ask them
questions to encourage deeper thinking.
Look for opportunities for older
students to practice leading younger ones –
Work with the other teachers in your school.
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See if you can agree to develop a project
where older classes work with the younger
ones. The older students might also be able
to suggest what they can do – perhaps they
can practise reading, set up a homework
club and answer questions, plan a project
or an activity for the younger students to
do. Before they do these activities, ask the
older learners what qualities they will need
to display in order to be effective and set a
good example to the younger students.
Reflect on leadership during
project work – the next time your students
are working on a project that requires
decision making and collaboration, ask them
to stop at various points during the process
and reflect on three questions: ‘How did
we make that decision?’ ‘Who was leading
the group work?’ ‘Should we give someone
else a turn to be the leader now?’ Ask them
to answer the same three questions several
times over the course of the project. You
can use these questions during any kind of
group work to encourage the students to
think about giving others opportunities to
practise leading and taking turns.
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